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The eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries saw an internationalisation of religion on a scale previously unknown. It was individual issues, such as the full-scale attack by Protestants against the temporal power of the Pope and, in the opposite field, the staunch defence of the Papacy in the 1860s, which catalysed a process of politicisation and transformation of these religions into 'globally visible forces in civil society', as Abigail Green and Vincent Viaene have recently argued.
3 Moreover, it was in these transnational campaigns that Protestants and Catholics experimented with the full array of modern civic action: 'from the press, petitions and subscription fundraising, through meetings and congresses, to mass manifestations and the ballot box'. definition, 'were often ahead of their better-known secular counterparts such as the socialist international or the peace movement.' 6 The Church restructured itself as a truly transnational entity, for it understood that the transnationalism of Protestantism could only be fought with transnational means; and, after the loss of temporal power, it could also rely on the secretive 'Black International'.
7 This Catholic-Protestant conflict was part of the larger wave of 'culture wars' that afflicted the European continent in the nineteenth century, but whereas those were usually fought within national boundaries, were normally churchstate conflicts, and had specific national connotations, Catholicism and Protestantism fought one another everywhere and nowhere at the same time, although the 'Protestant invasion' in Italy was evidently highly significant as it brought the battle near and around the Rome of the Popes.
8 This chapter will show that what we may term the 'Bible International', headed and managed by the British and Foreign Bible Society, was at the forefront in the creation of a transnational network of missionaries and colporteurs who, deploying all the means at their disposal, sought to convert Italy to achieve the utopian dream of Protestantism: to rid the world of the Papacy and of the Roman Catholic Church. The British and Foreign Bible Society (BFBS) was a product of the great evangelical awakening of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and rapidly became part of the fabric of Victorian society.
10 Since its foundation in 1804, it has played a unique role in the transformation of modern religious culture thanks to its creative commercial appeal to an ever-increasing literate audience.
11 It quickly achieved an impressive increase in the circulation of the Bible with what we would today call a remarkably successful marketing campaign, sustained by an innovative 'market-oriented mass publication' of the Holy Scriptures.
12 Within the first century of its existence, the society became an authentically global organisation, with fields of activity all across the world and translations of the Bible in hundreds of languages (142 by 1825), including tribal and not-previously codified idioms.
13 By the end of the nineteenth century, the BFBS had distributed more than 100 million copies of the Scriptures around the world.
14 These remarkable achievements may be credited in large part to technologies that made them materially possible: the rapid evolution of printing techniques, which by the mid nineteenth century included the development of stereotype, of machine printing and papermaking, and of mechanised binding processes. 15 However, the vast historical records of the BFBS form 'a hidden gold mine' not only for researchers of biblical text studies or the history of the book and of printing, but also, as evidenced by the material used in this book,
